W hen I started writing books nearly fifty years ago, I had an idea about the end result of what I was doing. That first book was a short monograph, Temperature Control, which Wiley published in 1968. I thought it would remain on library shelves for many years. Why not? After all, a decade earlier I'd had a student job in the MIT library, and weren't the basement stacks full of old books, among other materials? Just to further entice me, the reception area at Wiley's offices on Third Avenue in Manhattan was wood-paneled and lined with shelf after shelf of books whose ranks I yearned to join. ( Yet Kent's name has by no means disappeared. You can still find copies of some editions of his handbook (he published several other books) on Amazon, Ebay, Abebooks, and Alibris, among other places, mostly for a few dollars, although in some cases at collectors' prices. I'm not sure, however, even given considerable time, that you would be able to put together a collectable set of your own of all the Kent editions. Of course, numerous state and academic libraries have various editions in their physical-copy collections. The book has been digitized, and you can peruse the contents of some pre-1923 editions. So Kent, in one edition or another, appears destined for perpetual life, albeit in a vegetative state impervious to the ministrations of editors.
In my view research libraries are keeping their physical and digital copies of Kent as historical artifacts. The situation with Marks appears to be far more preferable -although I don't know McGraw-Hill's plans for it. In any case, Marks appears to be a living organism with body parts (chapters) that editors and contributors can fix as they see fit. They can keep the handbook roughly the same size or they can expand it into a multi-volume work. Whatever the decision, Marks has its place on the shelves of research libraries.
Until recently, I'd thought the same about my own Mechanical Engineers' Handbook, which is published in four volumes, to take into account the growing breadth of the discipline. The fourth edition is in production, with publication due at the end of this year. I hope to be around for several more editions. I also hope that Wiley will see fit to keep the Handbook alive and will keep my name in the title or at least on the cover or title pages of future editions that other editors will deal with. But now that research libraries are increasingly buying published materials in digital format, is it safe to assume that future editions of my handbook will reside in those libraries in one form or another? Handbook publishers -commercial houses, pretty much -rightly in business terms and in the interests of shareholders, will focus on whatever deals they can make that maximize the bottom line. Of course, publishers and libraries do have a, should I say, contentious partnership. For example, publishers are making complete archives of scholarly journals available to libraries as a benefit to patron researchers. Perhaps handbooks in multiple editions will be treated the same way. I can only hope that the promise of pride I felt when I first entered the book-lined reception area at Wiley so long ago, and my hope for longevity of my books, will not be lost.
